
Bullet-hole art and flowering
eroticism
He holds a degree in social sciences and at one point seriously considered
becoming a psychologist or a chemist or a mathematician. Instead Hanibal
Srouji became an artist because, as he explains it, “The practice of art
combines elements of all three: the unconscious, the physical and the
intellect.”

Srouji is one of the Lebanese displaced by a war he didn’t experience
except through television images, news reports and second-hand accounts
of its violence.  Yet the kind of paintings he has been producing for the past
several years, which he first exhibited at Galerie Janine Rubeiz three years
ago and is also showing this month at the same gallery, have their source in
that war.  He says that he was continually haunted by the images of war for
years, but it was not until he returned to Lebanon after a 15-year absence
that he was moved to express it in his art.

Confronted by the visual remnants of a city in ruins, the selective eye of his
unconscious skimmed across the wholesale drama of destruction and
became most sharply caught by the still-standing bullet-peppered walls of
Beirut. On this level, Srouji’s paintings are easy to read, made up as they
are of actual burnt or rust-eroded holes peppering his canvas “walls.”

On a conceptual level, however, they surpass that graphic reality and are
intentionally related to the artist’s thoughts on life and on art. It could be
said of Srouji that he belongs to  the latest school of avant-garde art in
which the temporal process of expression takes precedence over the
permanence of the product. Attracted by the potential of change that lies in
the vulnerability of materials, he collages bits of iron on the raw canvas
and lets them rust their way through the linen.

The  longer they rust, the larger the holes and the weaker the fabric
become. He sometimes uses a blow torch to pierce the canvas, burn its



edges and char its surface.  And he pins up colored fragments of canvas
into compositions that can be changed and rechanged at will, but that can
easily fall off and be swept away by the wind.

Srouji revels in the fact that a painting of his can at any moment
disintegrate, soul along with body. What is the redeeming philosophy
behind this, my conventional mind asks. Isn’t the enervating sense of
change and impermanence in our lives these days enough? Can’t we at
least count on art to be permanent?

“I don’t paint for eternity; I paint for people in the here and now,” he
answers. “My art is ephemeral, always changing, because life is that way.”
The saving grace in Srouji’s paintings rests in the lovely splashes of lyrical
color that overlay the scarred walls.

He admits to being a landscapist at heart and says that for years before the
bullet series, he painted color-field soft-edged abstractions gleaned from
nostalgia for the Lebanon he remembered. In this respect, he retains faith
in Lebanon; he contradicts his denial of permanence and admits to the
hope offered by change. One of the paintings prompted a visitor who
knows what art is all about to exclaim: “Monet’s water lilies revisited 100
years later!”

        * * * * *

Joumana Mourad, currently exhibiting at Galerie Alice Mogabgab, also
almost became a psychologist, but turned to painting instead. Of Lebanese
origin, she was born in England, lived there until 1991, then moved to
Paris. This is her first show in Lebanon and the ninth since she began
exhibiting in 1988.  Her art has nothing to do with any war other than a
possible inner conflict with self.

If Mourad experiences conflict, however, it does not show. She is a colorist
who paints serenely phosphorescent flowers, faces and fish. In the faces
and flowers, the dominating color is red, not an explosive red, but a quiet,
intensely radiant red pregnant with the vibrant sensuality of flesh.



One large canvas of tulips is no less than a red field of erotic energy, in
which the curving protrusions of the petals suggest a chorus of pulsating
clitorides.

Eroticism is also present the faces, especially in the full, soft, sensuous lips
that that curiously seem to be more vulvae than mouths in their mood of
expectancy. The sexuality of the lips is contrasted by the detached, non-
sexual expression in the eyes.  Colored in a pale, deep hue that is barely
recognizable as green, they appear as the detached observers of  physical
desire.

In painting fish, Mourad utilizes the monotype technique of applying
colored inks to a metal plate, then pressing the painted surface on paper to
produce one original print.  The result is painting determined more by the
technique than by the intention of the artist.

Here, the contrast of bold, primary colors, of pure reds, yellows, greens and
blues, could suggest a certain  conflict, if it weren't for the placid fish
themselves, who float undisturbed in the tumultuous sea of  color around
them.

Srouji at Galerie Janine Rubeiz, Raouche, until April 14.  Tel: (01)
868290.

Mourad at Galerie Alice Mogabgab, Avenue Charles Malek, Achrafieh,
until April 7.  Tel: (01) 336525.


